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The conditions that shape and delimit how research unfolds may be seen to include:

• Professional employment:
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• Aesthetical:

• Legal:

• Technological:
• Connectivity:
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Extremely multi-faceted …

the conditions that shape and delimit how research unfolds
cannot be determined by a top-down diktat.

However, they cannot be determined at a grassroots level or bottom-up way either

Some of these conditions are beyond the academy, beyond the university …

A research environment is a dynamic constellation of changing and moving parts…

Think of the metaphorical source of “environment” 
– drawn from the natural sciences –
a dynamic matrix of relations within which an organism unfolds
organisms in turn re-shape these relations…



“Research environment” is a term for signalling 
the aggregate of all these processes and factors 
conditioning the possibilities for how research practices unfold
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…. “research environment” exactly defined?

It tends to be used in very different ways by different players.

It is not a fundamentally contested idea but rather an emergent idea … 
being elaborated primarily from organisational studies, 
and knowledge management in higher education,
but also by researchers reflecting in their own working circumstances.

And importantly it is a term for policy and planning 
at national (e.g., Swedish Research Council)  
and international (e.g., ERA – “European Research Area”)
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…. but how is “research environment” exactly defined?

Sources on the development of the idea:

1950s and 1960s the work of Robert Merton a sociologist of science started to 
describe science - not primarily in terms of the great “geniuses” who made 
breakthroughs, but in terms of the social production of knowledge:

• Social origin of scientific knowledge.
• Science and the environing social structure.
• Normative structure and reward system of science.

“science is considered as a social product rather than the product of a few gifted 
individuals” (Patel, 1975)

Part of this turn to environment as a key condition of new knowledge, 
was based on studying conflicts over priority in new knowledge claims



Part of this turn to environment by Merton and others 
also links to the idea of “survival of the fittest” and competition for resources.

This competition idea of “environment” became augmented in the 1990s 
with changes in world trade arrangements, intellectual property regimes etc.

Post-WWII shift in the degree of collaboration in research e.g., 
increased proportion of contributions by multiple authors as opposed to solo author

The 1992 USA report on “Responsible Science: Ensuring the Integrity of the Research 
Process” devoted a chapter to describing the contemporary research environment 
and outlining the most important changes that had occurred over the previous 
decades (NAS-NAE-IOM, 1992).

“Research environments, or cultures, are thought to be the most influential 
predictors of research productivity.” (Ajjawi, 2018)



Research environment shifting scale 
from the “national” to the “institutional” to the “departmental” level

some people will speak of a research environment at the micro scale 
of say even 4 or 5 researchers  



(Krogh Graversen et al, 2005)
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different ways of thinking about building a research environment

1. as integration - the production of agreeable spaces for disagreement

recent talk not of “safe” spaces but “brave” spaces …



different ways of thinking about building a research environment

2. as separation - the mediation and/or suspension of wider institutional flows 
and protocols for temporary autonomous zones of practice.

The tempo of research is often very different to the tempo of teaching, semesters, 
and summer leave etc… 

Some researchers just want time alone to “get on with it” 
and to be away from teaching, away from meetings, away from administration

Some research centres conceived as a space apart 



different ways of thinking about building a research environment

3. as dramaturgy for the performance of research tasks to unfold.

Setting up a space for research to manifest, to show itself, to perform…

Research audits are a form of this dramaturgy 

…but also “research weeks” “festivals”

this is
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some challenges make the idea of research environment useful and not a “fetish”
balance bottom-up and top-down actions
not make the environment overly-dependent on one individual 
but don’t undervalue the importance of individual agency 

some risks over-developing “system” when “activity” is under-developed
short-term-ist, reactive, trying to do too much too soon
but then another risk of not being ambitious enough…

some strategies step wise approach – not everything at once…
“internal” authentic discourse (not rhetorics or abstractions)
well-defined structures with distributed agency & decisions

some successes the collective seminar format
the integrated doctoral researcher
national and international cooperations

some failures bringing people along, establishing shared understandings 
not valuing service research work sufficiently …
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